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in 1944, the year Moser arrived, and more than 8,600 died, 
without a goodbye to family or proper burial. The act of mass 
killings was routine, an ordinary step at the end of an assembly 
line. The months Joe was held captive, 742 people disappeared 
in August, another 497 in September, another 732 in October. 
By the time operations at Buchenwald ceased, some 240,000 
prisoners had been incarcerated here and 43,000 had died.
 Inside the camp, Moser experienced the cruel existence 
of the living and near dead. He suddenly had no name, no fam-
ily and no home. His dreams—burned away someplace over 
north-central France—were never born. It was as if Joe Moser, 
the farm boy who dreamed of sitting in the cockpit of the P-38, 
never existed. Moser lost his identity when they stole his cloth-
ing, and his dignity when they brusquely shaved him from 
head to toe with a dull razor and clippers. He was treated like 
an animal. He showered without warm water or soap, and his 
raw skin stung after guards applied disinfectant with a rough 
brush.
 The wooden barracks at Buchenwald were full, forcing 
Moser to spend his first two weeks in the camp sleeping on rocky 

ground and shar-
ing a blanket with 
three other men. He 
was thankful for the 
warmth of August. 
He dreamed of fried 
cornmeal cakes, a 
Swiss dish, but he 
stomached cabbage 
soup with worms 
and foul bread. The 
food began to taste 
good, eventually. The 
toilet—a makeshift 
community basin 
of filth—never im-
proved. 
 Moser feared for 
his life on day four. 

Buchenwald prisoners live on a diet of cabbage 
soup with worms and foul bread. “Lots of people 
were just skin and bones,” Moser remembered. 
Margaret Bourke-White/Time & Life Pictures 
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The Eighth Air Force bombed a German facility adjacent to the 
camp that made parts for V-2 rockets used to target civilians in 
Europe. The airmen spotted a squadron of B-17s overhead. One 
of them yelled, “They’re going to bomb this place!” But there 
was no place to go. The airmen crouched down. The bombs 
destroyed the munitions factory and some of the SS living 
quarters. Hundreds perished in the assault when SS guards 
refused to allow prisoners working in the factory to take cover. 
 “After the raid, the 168 of us Allied fliers that were there 
… were told to go to a certain spot, a prison camp there. We 
got there and there was a machine gun set up. We all thought 
that they were going to kill us … for what the Air Force did. But 
then we were told to fight fires. Maybe half of us had shoes; I 
wasn’t one of them. We were told to go into these buildings 
that were burning and haul out something, whatever was 
available.” Moser pretended to cooperate but hauled the same 
equipment in and out of a burning building.
 Joe Moser was finally placed in barracks. Approximately 
900 young kids were housed in nearby quarters. He and the 
other airmen later learned that the children—labeled Gypsies 
and more—were “disposed of.” “That’s one of the things that 
hurts me,” Moser said, “to see so many children that didn’t 
make it. That you wanted to help, but you couldn’t.”
 The calendar changed from August to September, and 
September to October. Moser made a conscious decision to 
live. He longed to see his mother again and he thought often 
of his late father. He ate the dehydrated cabbage, used scraps 
of his extra-large shirt at the toilet and he prayed. Every day 
Moser, a devout Catholic, talked to God: “Why? Help me get 
through this!” Never once did Moser ask, “Why me?”
 For all his spirit and determination to live, Moser grew 
weaker. He dropped 35 pounds in two months. “Myself, I’d fig-
ured that another month or two and I would be one of those 
corpses. Every day the wagon would go and pick up dead people, 
where they just fell and died. So you had that feeling. It was 
going to happen to you. You were hungry, oh, so hungry. Even 
the worm-filled cabbage soup, it just didn’t bother you anymore. 
You ate it because it was—it kept you alive, for a while anyway.”
 But the airmen at Buchenwald didn’t have much time. 
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They began to hear rumors and their ranking officer, a much-
respected New Zealander named Phil Lamason, had learned 
their fate. “We were scheduled to be executed on October 24,” 
remembered Moser. 

There’s a code between airmen, a comradery and a shared 
respect that transcends battle lines, even in worldwide conflict. 
Stories of the airmen had crossed the desk of Hannes Traut-
loft, a German ace fighter who fought in the Spanish Civil War 
and commanded a German fighter squadron in World War II. 
Trautloft was inspector of day fighters when he heard that Al-
lied airmen were imprisoned and under brutal treatment at 
Buchenwald. Trautloft requested a camp tour under the pre-
tense of checking out nearby bomb damage. The German SS 
told him that the camp housed political prisoners who worked 
in the factories. Trautloft was winding up his tour when a Ger-
man-speaking airman called out to him and explained that he 
was one of more than 160 airmen unlawfully imprisoned at 

the concentration camp.
  Within days of 
Trautloft’s initial visit, the 
airmen were ushered into 
a building and given their 
original clothing. Moser 
was then handed his an-
kle-length flight boots—
even the left shoe with 
the missing toe. Heinrich 
Himmler, Reich leader of 
the German SS, was re-
portedly so angry about the 
airmen’s release from Bu-
chenwald that he threw a 
wine glass against the wall. 
 Later, when the airmen 
arrived at a POW camp, 
the interrogating officer 
believed the information 
they revealed about their 

Hannes Trautloft, the respected German 
airman who liberated Moser and more 
than 160 pilots from the Buchenwald con-
centration camp. 
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time at Buchenwald was critical for future trials of war crimes. 
He reputedly hid four pages of notes in the lining of his coat.

Within days of their scheduled execution, the airmen were 
freed. They were sent back to boxcars and on to Stalag Luft III, 
a POW camp in Poland approximately 100 miles southeast of 
Berlin. Moser weighed 113 pounds. Stalag Luft III housed Al-
lied airmen captured during the war and later spawned The 
Great Escape starring Steve McQueen. The film chronicled the 
breakout of Allied POWs who tunneled their way to freedom. 
“I was put in that same barracks where that tunnel had start-
ed,” Moser recalled.
 For Moser, if Buchenwald was the dark of night, then 
Stalag Luft III was the light of day. Some modicum of life had 
returned at the POW camp. They bathed regularly, slept in 
straw beds and ate from large Red Cross parcels. “We got into 
a room with two American fliers and four Polish fliers. Each 
room cooked their own meals. … We got our meat from our 
Red Cross parcels. We got corned beef and cabbage, sauerkraut 
and wieners, Spam.” 

“Raus! Raus!” The order to get out came on January 27, 1945, 
as the snow fell. Russian forces were advancing across Poland, 
triggering the Germans to move the prisoners out of POW 
camps and across rough terrain despite a bruising cold. Many 
would march until their deaths in one of Europe’s coldest win-
ters of the 20th century.
 Some of the walkers slathered their faces with mar-
garine to protect the skin from the chill. Joe Moser, thinner 
and weaker, wore everything he had—pants, a shirt, a coat and 
shoddy gloves. His footprints froze as he pulled a sled two feet 
long. “We had a little wagon the first couple of days,” Moser 
remembered. “Then, that got too heavy to pull anymore. So we 
abandoned the wagon. So then we just bundled what food we 
had in extra clothes.”
 The prisoners figured they walked 21 miles the first day, 
and 15 or 16 the next. With every excruciating step, they could hear 
the German warning: anyone who fails to keep pace will be shot. 
For the first time since his capture, Moser was about to give up.



Joe Moser12

 

As they walked, some prisoners dropped off and huddled in 
the snow banks. The walkers still pressing on behind them 
stopped. They slapped their faces and steadied them on their 
feet. “There were times when the people following long behind 
would pick up those people and help them,” Moser recalled. 
“And then there were other times when nobody would help. 
They couldn’t anymore. To see fellow walkers just collapse, 
and most of them that collapsed died right there. I don’t know 
what it was but I just didn’t want to die yet.”
 Other marchers lost all hope and summoned the chap-
lain. Recalled one Brit of discovering a man: “I found [him] on 
his back in the snow. He insisted on giving me what remained 
of his scanty rations. I stayed with him till he died, closed his 
eyes and ran to catch up with the main column, three miles 
away. The summons came again and again.”  
 The unbearable walk eventually became too much for 
Moser, who passed out. Two American pilots pulling a sled hoist-
ed him up and carried him, unconscious, for a quarter-mile. “I 
remember waking up in bed. I was halfway warm. We had been 
walking, I don’t know, 40 or 50 miles.” Moser found himself in 
a makeshift hospital in a village called Bad Muskau, on the cur-

Moser's identification card as a prisoner of war. Joe Moser collection
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rent border between Germany and Poland. He realized he could 
have been left for dead along a country road in Poland.   
 “I started walking again and we walked 65 miles in five 
days to a town called Spremberg. [They] put us in boxcars again 
and then I went to a prisoner of war camp in Nuremberg, Ger-
many. … I was in Nuremberg for just about two months. … 
Then, the American army got close so they marched us out of 
Nuremberg and we went south to Moosburg.”

It was April 1945. Joe Moser was living in filth at Stalag VII/A 
near Moosburg, an ancient city in southern Germany where 
he’d been confined for a couple of weeks. He slept in over-
crowded tents, in a camp built for 10,000 POWs that held 
some 80,000 people. Moser and 15,000 POWs had just com-
pleted a 70-mile march from Nuremberg, the site of their last 
POW camp. During their long journey, a farmer told the pass-
ing men of President Roosevelt’s death from a massive cere-
bral hemorrhage. 
 The sloppy weather at Moosburg began to warm. The 
war was ending. Allied forces were coming. After a fierce bat-
tle, the Allies captured the town of Moosburg. “I was right close 

“I think we all just cried. … No feeling like it, really.” Joe Moser on the day of 
liberation, April 29, 1945.
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to the gate when 
a big American 
tank came and 
run right over 
the gate. Come 
in and they took 
down the Ger-
man flag and 
raised the Amer-
ican flag. You’re 
a prisoner. Your 
life isn’t your 
own. And all of a 
sudden, you’re free. The joy is tremendous. It’s something that 
is hard to describe because we’re a free nation; we can do just 
about whatever we want. And to have all of that taken away. And 
to have all of that given back to you. I think we all just cried. … 
No feeling like it, really.”  
 After the war, Joe Moser was reunited with his mother, 
Mary. “We had walked down by Tacoma when I first saw her.  She 
had drove up in her car and I was walking. She got out of the car 
and I saw her for the first time. I think I bawled like a baby.” 
 Moser gave up his career as a fighter pilot. He married, 
raised five kids and kept up his faith in the Catholic Church. 
He became an avid Seattle Seahawks fan. Moser earned his 
living repairing furnaces, quietly exchanging pleasantries with 
neighbors. They knew nothing of his past as a fighter pilot. 
Moser tried to open up about the war. But like the American 
officers who’d balked at his claims when he applied for his dis-
charge papers —“No Americans were there!” they’d accused—
people in his own community also doubted his assertions. “I 
don’t believe a word he said,” a gentleman said after Moser 
spoke at a community Lions Club. The hurtful response si-
lenced Moser for decades. “So many didn’t believe it, and that’s 
in the back of my mind. So many people didn’t believe a per-
son could be treated that way.” 
 Then, in the 1980s, a reporter at a POW support group 
meeting wrote a story about Joe, breaking through the wall of 
silence. It was the first time his family learned the truth. His 
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children understood why their father’s story had to live on. 
They collected all they could—pictures, war documents, news-
paper articles and stories. They urged their father to speak up, 
especially around young people. “Kids don’t know,” said daugh-
ter Jaleen Bacon. “They don’t know how cruel people can be. 
It’s not in the history books.” 
 The nightmares stopped and Moser found peace. He har-
bored no ill will, not even toward his captors. He was especially 
grateful to three men, Hannes Trautloft, the German fighter 
ace who helped liberate the Buchenwald airmen, and his fellow 

marchers who trudged 
through the snowy cold 
and carried him to safe-
ty. His deepest regret 
was that he never knew 
their names. “If they 
hadn’t carried me,” he 
said, shaking his head, 
as his voice trailed off. 
“Over the years, I’ve 
thought of those guys so 
many times. I’ve blessed 
them many times. What 
I wished all my life, real-
ly, is that I could remem-
ber their names.”
 Often, Joe Moser 
returned to August 13, 
1944, the day he dangled 
from the prized aircraft, 
a young man with big 
dreams gone astray. 
But a moment later he 

was back in Ferndale and grateful for the life he’d lived. “I’ve 
had a wonderful life. ... I would go through it again to keep our 
freedom, really. … I know I could be angry for what I had to go 
through, but it made life worth living.” 
 Capt. Joseph F. Moser died on December 2, 2015.

Trova Heffernan 

Joe Moser reaches for his beloved P-38. 
Joe Moser collection


